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Cavalier Treatment
A Column by Lee Speth
The Last of Simon Magus
Romance r e q u i r e s  a  v i l l a i n  a n d , a s  I  n o ted  in  th e  
l a s t  i s s u e ,  C h r i s t i a n  rom ance in  th e  e a r ly  c e n tu r ie s  
f a s te n e d  on th e  f i g u r e  o f  Simon th e  M ag ic ian , expand ing  
h i s  b r i e f  s c r i p t u r a l  r o l e  a s  a w ou ld -be  d e s e c r a to r  to  
th e  more l u r i d  and p o la r iz in g  r o l e  o f  r i v a l  M essiah  and 
a n t i - C h r i s t .
T h is  l a r g e r  r o l e  may have an h i s t o r i c a l  b a s i s .  
A ccord ing  to  J u s t i n  M a r ty r , who a d d re s se d  h i s  F i r s t  
Apology f o r  th e  C h r i s t i a n  f a i t h  to  th e  em peror A n ton iu s 
P iu s  around  145 A .D .:
. . . a f t e r  C h r i s t 's  a s c e n s io n  i n t o  heaven  th e  
d e v i l s  p u t fo rw ard  c e r t a i n  men who s a id  t h a t  
th e y  th e m se lv e s  w ere g o d s . . . .  T here  was a 
S a m a r ita n , Sim on, a n a t iv e  o f  th e  v i l l a g e  
c a l l e d  G i t t o ,  who in  th e  r e ig n  o f  C la u d iu s  
C a e sa r , and in  your ro y a l  c i t y  o f  Rome, d id  
m ighty  a c t s  o f  m ag ic , by v i r t u e  o f  th e  a r t  o f  
th e  d e v i l s  o p e ra t in g  in  h im . He was 
c o n s id e re d  a god , and a s  a  god was honored  by 
you w ith  a s t a t u e ,  w hich s t a t u e  was e r e c te d  
on th e  r i v e r  T ib e r ,  betw een th e  b r id g e s ,  and 
bore  t h i s  i n s c r i p t i o n  in  th e  lan g u ag e  o f  Rome 
—  "S im oni Deo S a n c to "  ["To Simon th e  h o ly  
g o d " ] . And a lm o s t a l l  th e  S a m a r ita n s , and a 
few even o f  o th e r  n a t i o n s ,  w o rsh ip  h im , and 
acknow ledge him a s  th e  f i r s t  god; and a 
woman, H e len a , who w ent a b o u t w ith  him a t  
t h a t  t im e , and had fo rm e rly  been  a 
p r o s t i t u t e ,  th e y  say  i s  th e  f i r s t  id e a  
g e n e ra te d  by him .
I r e n a e u s ,  a l s o  in  th e  second  c e n tu r y ,  e x c o r i a te s  
th e  Magus in  a s i m i la r  v e in .  H is A g a in s t th e  H e re s ie s  
was th e  d e f i n i t i v e  a t t a c k  o f  a n c ie n t  C a th o lic is m  on th e  
G n o s t ic s ,  and he f a t h e r s  t h a t  movement upon Simon:
Now t h i s  Simon o f  S a m aria , from  whom a l l  
s o r t s  o f  h e r e s ie s  d e r iv e  t h e i r  o r i g i n ,  form ed 
h i s  s e c t  o u t o f  th e  fo l lo w in g  m a t e r i a l s :
H aving redeem ed from  s la v e r y  a t  T y re , a  c i t y  
o f  P h o e n ic ia ,  a  c e r t a i n  woman named H e len a , 
he was in  th e  h a b i t  o f  c a r r y in g  h e r  ab o u t 
w ith  h im , d e c la r in g  t h a t  t h i s  woman was th e  
f i r s t  c o n c e p tio n  o f  h i s  m ind, th e  m other o f  
a l l ,  by whom, in  th e  b e g in n in g , he co n ce iv ed  
in  h i s  mind [ th e  th o u g h t]  o f  fo rm ing  a n g e ls  
and a r c h a n g e ls .
I r e n a e u s  goes on a t  l e n g th  a s  to  S im o n 's  m ythology and 
th e  a l l e g e d  r e i n c a r n a t io n s  o f  H elena " in  t h a t  H elen  on 
whose acc o u n t th e  T ro ja n  war was u n d e r ta k e n ,"  th e n  
p a s s in g  from  one body to  a n o th e r ,  each  l e s s  f o r tu n a t e ,  
t i l l  sh e  " a t  l a s t  became a common p r o s t i t u t e ;  and she  
i t  was who was m eant by th e  l o s t  sh eep "  whom Simon a s  
M essiah  had come in t o  th e  w orld  to  redeem . And th e  
"m y s tic  p r i e s t s  b e lo n g in g  to  t h i s  s e c t  b o th  le a d  
p r o f l i g a t e  l i v e s  and p r a c t i s e  m ag ica l a r t s ,  each  one to  
th e  e x te n t  o f  h i s  a b i l i t y . "  They h a v e , o r  c la im , th e  
company o f  " th o s e  b e in g s  who a r e  c a l l e d  'P a r e d r i '  
( f a m i l i a r s )  and 'O n iro p o m p i' ( d r e a m -s e n d e rs ) " .
But how much o f  t h i s  i s  h i s t o r i c a l l y  v a l id ?  I  
d o n 't  know i f  Simon a p p e a rs  in  any pagan r e c o r d s  (and
anyone w ith  any in fo rm a tio n  on t h i s  p o in t  sh o u ld  f e e l  
f r e e  to  u se  th e  l e t t e r  column o f  t h i s  Jo u rn a l to  
e n l ig h te n  th e  r e s t  o f  u s ) .  At any r a t e ,  th e  f i r s t  g r e a t  
h i s t o r i a n  o f  th e  C hurch , E u se b iu s , to o k  o v e r and 
in c o rp o ra te d  th e s e  s ta te m e n ts  o f  J u s t i n  and I re n a e u s  
and aim ed heady in v e c t iv e  a t  S im o n 's  memory —  " th e  
prim e a u th o r  o f  ev e ry  h e re s y "  —  w h ile  t r e a t i n g  S im o n 's  
fo l lo w e rs  a s  a  s e c t  e x ta n t  in  h i s  own day ( t h e  fo u r th  
c e n tu r y ) .  T h e ir  r i t e s  " in v o lv e  such  a p p a l l in g  
d e g ra d a t io n ,  such  u n sp eak ab le  c o n d u c t, t h a t  no d e c e n t 
man would l e t  a  m en tion  o f  them p a ss  h i s  l i p s . "  
N a tu r a l ly ,  I n q u i r in g  Minds would l i k e  to  know, b u t we 
can  o n ly  say  t h a t  im ages o f  Simon and H elena w ere 
w orsh ipped  "w ith  in c e n s e ,  s a c r i f i c e s  and l i b a t i o n s , "  
and t h a t  E u seb iu s  c la im s  t h a t  S im onian o b se rv a n c e s  a l s o  
in c lu d e d  th e  mockery o f  "w re tch ed  women, burdened  
in d eed  w ith  v ic e s  o f  ev e ry  k in d ."
The E u seb ian  a c c o u n t c o rre sp o n d s  to  a  lo n g e r  
n a r r a t i v e  o f  c o n s id e ra b le  i n t e r e s t ,  i f  o n ly  b ecau se  i t  
i s  th e  so u rc e  o f  Thomas C o s ta i n 's  tr e a tm e n t  o f  th e  
Magus in  The S i l v e r  C h a l i c e , w hich many o f  us r e c a l l  
from  th e  n o v e l,  o r  from  Ja c k  P a la n c e 's  p r o t r a y a l  in  th e  
m ovie.
The A cts  o f  th e  Holy A p o s tle s  P e te r  and P au l was 
an a p o c ry p h a l s c r i p t u r e  o f  a t  l e a s t  m odera te  a n c ie n t  
p o p u la r i t y .  O rigen  r e f e r s  to  i t ,  and i t  r e c o r d s  s e v e r a l  
e p is o d e s  t h a t  a r e  p a r t  o f  w id esp read  C h r is t i a n  
t r a d i t i o n  ( t h e  c r u c i f i x io n  o f  S t .  P e te r  u p s id e  down f o r  
i n s t a n c e ) .  And i t  a l s o  r e l a t e s  th e  su b lim e p re te n s io n  
and s p e c t a c u la r  end o f  Simon th e  M ag ic ian .
N e ith e r  J u s t i n  n o r I r e n a e u s  had m en tioned  what 
h a d , a t  l a s t ,  become o f  th e  Magus, and E u seb iu s  i s  
s t r i k i n g l y  r e t i c e n t  w h ile  p o in t in g  tow ard  some s o r t  o f  
d iv in e  r e p r i s a l :
He [Sim on] a r r iv e d  in  Rome w here he was 
g r e a t ly  h e lp ed  by th e  power [p resum ab ly  
i n f e r n a l ]  t h a t  a w a ite d  i t s  o p p o r tu n ity  t h e r e ,  
and in  a s h o r t  tim e  h i s  e f f o r t s  met w ith  such 
s u c c e s s  t h a t  th e  c i t i z e n s  a c tu a l ly  s e t  up a 
s t a t u e  o f  him and honored  him a s  a  god. 
However, t h i s  s u c c e s s  o f  h i s  was s h o r t - l i v e d .  
C lo se  on h i s  h e e l s ,  in  th e  same r e ig n  o f  
C la u d iu s ,  th e  a l l - g r a c i o u s  and k in d ly  
p ro v id e n c e  o f  th e  u n iv e r s e  b ro u g h t t o  R om e... 
th e  s t ro n g  and g r e a t  a p o s t l e ,  chosen  f o r  h i s  
m e r i t s  to  be spokesman f o r  a l l  th e  o th e r s ,
P e te r  h im s e l f .  C lad  in  th e  d iv in e  a rm o r, l i k e  
a n o b le  c a p ta in  o f  God, he b r o u g h t . . .  th e  
p ro c la m a tio n  o f  th e  Kingdom o f  H eaven. Thus 
when th e  d iv in e  word had made i t s  home among 
them , Sim on’s  power was e x t in g u is h e d  and 
d e s tro y e d  a t  once w ith  th e  man h im s e l f .  
(1 1 :1 4 . A ll q u o te s  from  E u se b iu s , by th e  way, 
a r e  from th e  t r a n s l a t i o n  o f  G.A. W illiam so n , 
P en g u in , 1 9 6 5 ).
The A c ts  o f  P e te r  and P au l g iv e s  a  p ic tu r e s q u e  i f  
u n dependab le  a c c o u n t o f  t h a t  e n d in g .
The A cts  seem s to  p ic k  up from  a  n a r r a t i v e  in  
p r o g r e s s .  The em peror C la u d iu s  i s  d e a d , and d e i f i e d  
a c c o rd in g  to  cu stom , h i s  grand-nephew  and s te p s o n  Nero 
i s  s o v e r e ig n ,  and S t .  P e te r  i s  in  th e  c i t y .  We f in d  th e
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Jew s o f  Rome p e t i t i o n i n g  N ero t h a t  S t .  P a u l sh o u ld  be 
b a rre d  from  a p p ro a c h in g  Rome and th e  em pero r in d u lg e s  
them . "And th e y  [ t h e  Jew s] a l s o  in fo rm ed  Simon th e  
M ag ic ia n , h a v in g  s e n t  f o r  h im , t h a t  [ S t .  P a u l]  sh o u ld  
n o t come i n t o  th e  p a r t s  o f  I t a l y . "
But P a u l a r r i v e s  anyw ay, and a f t e r  some d i s c u s s io n  
o f  h i s  m is s io n  in  Rome, and P e t e r ' s  a c t i v i t i e s ,  we h e a r  
t h a t  "S im on, moved w ith  z e a l ,  r o u s e s  h im s e l f ,  and began  
to  say  many e v i l  th in g s  a b o u t P e t e r ,  s a y in g  t h a t  he  was 
a  w iz a rd  and a  c h e a t .  And th e y  b e l i e v e d  h im , w o ndering  
a t  h i s  m i r a c l e s ;  f o r  he  made a  b ra z e n  s e r p e n t  move 
i t s e l f ,  and s to n e  s t a t u e s  t o  la u g h  and move th e m s e lv e s ,  
and h im s e l f  t o  ru n  and su d d e n ly  t o  be r a i s e d  i n t o  th e  
a i r . "  Word o f  t h i s  c o n f l i c t  be tw een  th e  a p o s t l e s  and 
th e  Magus r e a c h e s  th e  e a r s  o f  C a e s a r ;  N ero summons 
them . Simon re s p o n d s  im p r e s s iv e ly  t o  t h i s  command 
p e rfo rm a n c e ;
h e . . .  began  su d d e n ly  t o  assum e d i f f e r e n t  
fo rm s so  t h a t  on a sudden  he becam e a c h i l d ,  
and a f t e r  a  l i t t l e  an  o ld  man, and a t  o th e r  
t im e s  a young man; f o r  he  changed  h im s e l f  
b o th  in  f a c e  and  s t a t u r e  i n t o  d i f f e r e n t  
fo rm s , and  was i n  a f r e n z y ,  h a v in g  th e  d e v i l  
a s  h i s  s e r v a n t .
Nero i s ,  n a t u r a l l y ,  im p re s s e d  w ith  th e s e  P ro te a n  
p y ro te c h n ic s  and  sw e rv es  n e a r  t o  b e l i e f .  The two 
s a i n t s ,  h o w ev er, s c o rn  S im o n 's  e f f e c t s ,  and P e te r  
c h a l l e n g e s  h i s  a d v e r s a ry  t o  r e a d  h i s  m in d , w h ile  
c o v e r t ly  r e q u e s t in g  to  h ave  a b a r l e y  l o a f  sm uggled in  
to  h im . A b e tte d  by th e  e m p e ro r , t h e  a p o s t l e  p u ts  th e  
lo a f  l i t e r a l l y  up h i s  s l e e v e  and r e p e a t s  h i s  c h a l l e n g e  
to  Simon t o  d e s c r ib e  w hat he  i s  th in k in g  and d o in g .  The 
m a g ic ia n , b a f f l e d ,  p r o t e s t s  t h a t  "no  one knows th e  
th o u g h ts  o f  man b u t God a l o n e . "
P e t e r ,  h a v in g  b le s s e d  th e  b a r l e y  l o a f  w hich 
he had r e c e i v e d ,  and h a v in g  b ro k en  i t  w ith  
h i s  r i g h t  hand and h i s  l e f t ,  had heaped  i t  up 
in  h i s  s l e e v e s .  Then S im on, e n ra g e d  t h a t  he 
was n o t a b l e  t o  t e l l  th e  s e c r e t  o f  th e  
a p o s t l e ,  c r i e d  o u t ,  s a y in g :  L e t g r e a t  dogs 
come f o r t h ,  and e a t  him up b e fo r e  C a e s a r .
And su d d e n ly  t h e r e  a p p e a re d  g r e a t  d ogs and 
ru sh e d  a t  P e t e r .  B ut P e t e r . . .  showed t o  th e  
dogs t h e  l o a f  w h ich  he had b le s s e d ;  w hich th e  
dogs s e e in g ,  no lo n g e r  a p p e a re d .
Simon m ust now trum p a  c o n s id e r a b l e  h ig h  c a r d .  " I f  
I  do n o t m a n i f e s t ly  h o ld  m y s e lf  o u t  t o  be a  g o d , no one 
w i l l  b esto w  upon me due r e v e r e n c e ."  So he  b eg s  th e  
em pero r t o  c o n s t r u c t  a  wooden to w e r , p ro m is in g  t h a t  h i s  
a n g e ls  w i l l  l i f t  him  from  i t  i n t o  h e a v e n . And a f t e r  an  
in te r m in a b le  t h e o l o g i c a l  d i s p u t e ,  w h ich  I  h e re  s p a r e  
th e  r e a d e r ,
N ero o rd e r e d  a  l o f t y  to w e r t o  be made i n  th e  
Campus M a r t iu s ,  and a l l  th e  p e o p le  and  th e  
d i g n i t i e s  t o  be p r e s e n t  a t  t h e  s p e c t a c l e .  And 
on th e  f o l lo w in g  d a y , a l l  th e  m u l t i tu d e  
h a v in g  come t o g e t h e r ,  N ero o rd e r e d  P e t e r  and 
P a u l t o  be p r e s e n t ,  to  whom a l s o  he  s a i d :  Now 
th e  t r u t h  h a s  t o  be made m a n i f e s t . . . .  Then 
Simon w en t up upon th e  to w e r in  t h e  f a c e  o f  
a l l ,  a n d , crow ned w ith  l a u r e l s ,  he  began  t o
f l y .
N ero s n e e r s  a t  th e  a p o s t l e s ,  s e e in g  t h e i r  c a u s e  
undone, a n d , o d d ly ,  even  S t .  P a u l seem s d e s p a i r f u l .  
"And P a u l ,  h a v in g  lo o k e d  u p , f u l l  o f  t e a r s ,  and  s e e in g  
Simon f l y i n g ,  s a i d ,  P e t e r ,  why a r t  th o u  i d l e ?  . . .D o  a t  
once w hat th o u  d o e s t , "  he  a d d s ,  i n  an  odd echo  o f  a 
w ell-know n New T e s ta m e n t t e x t .
And P e t e r ,  lo o k in g  s t e a d f a s t l y  a g a i n s t  Sim on, 
s a i d :  I  a d ju r e  y e , ye a n g e ls  o f  S a ta n ,  who 
a r e  c a r r y in g  him i n t o  th e  a i r ,  to  d e c e iv e  th e  
h e a r t s  o f  t h e  u n b e l i e v e r s ,  by th e  God t h a t  
c r e a t e d  a l l  t h i n g s ,  and by J e s u s  C h r i s t ,
. . . n o  lo n g e r  from  t h i s  h o u r t o  keep  him u p , 
b u t t o  l e t  him  g o . And im m e d ia te ly , b e in g  l e t  
g o , he  f e l l  i n t o  a p la c e  c a l l e d  S a c ra  V ia 
. . . a n d  was d iv id e d  i n t o  fo u r  p a r t s ,  h a v in g  
p e r i s h e d  by an  e v i l  f a t e .
D e s p ite  t h i s  t r iu m p h , th e  two a p o s t l e s  a r e  
e v e n tu a l ly  m a r ty re d  by N ero , b u t a t  l e a s t  Simon h a s  
been  e x p lo d e d , i n  a t  l e a s t  tw o s e n s e s  o f  th e  w ord .
I t  o n ly  re m a in s  to  c o n s id e r  why Simon Magus seem ed 
so  im p o r ta n t  t o  th e  e a r l y  C h r i s t i a n  ro m a n c e rs . I  th in k  
th e  an sw er l i e s  i n  th e  e le m e n t I  h ave  c i t e d :  th e  need  
f o r  a  r e a l l y  c o m p e llin g  v i l l a i n .  F o r th e  C h r i s t i a n s ,  
dogged by p e r s e c u t i o n ,  t h e  o b v io u s  v i l l a i n s  m ig h t have  
been  th e  e m p e ro rs . B ut i t  was im p o r ta n t  t o  th e s e  
C h r i s t i a n s  t o  d e m o n s tra te  t h a t  th e y  w ere r e l i a b l e  and 
lo y a l  c i t i z e n s ;  th e y  c o u ld  n o t  p r o d u c t iv e ly  v i l i f y  any 
em pero r i n  h i s  own p e rs o n  ( th o u g h  he  m ig h t be c lo a k e d  
u n d e r m o n s tro u s  fo rm s , a s  i n  th e  A p o ca ly p se  o f  J o h n ) .  
They c o u ld  r i s k  a c e r t a i n  f l e e r i n g  a t  N ero , whom a l l  o f  
Rome a t  l a s t  e x c o r i a t e d ,  b u t n o t T ra ja n  o r  M arcus 
A u r e l iu s .  And b e s i d e s ,  t h e i r  b a t t l e  was n o t e n t i r e l y  o f  
t h i s  w o r ld . O ver and ab o v e  th e  head  o f  s t a t e  who 
m isu n d e rs to o d  them  and b lo o d ie d  t h e i r  b o d ie s  s to o d  a  
s n e e r in g ,  a r r o g a n t  t h r e a t  t o  th e  u n d e r s ta n d in g  and th e  
s o u l ,  a  f i g u r e  who a p p e a le d  f o r  h i s  power t o  th e  
s u p e r n a tu r a l  re a lm s  su c h  a s  th e y  a l s o  in v o k e d , 
c a r i c a t u r i n g  t h e i r  own g i f t s  and m essag e . F o r a l l  th e  
b r u t a l i t y  o f  th e  s t a t e  p e r s e c u t i o n s ,  Simon Magus 
r e p r e s e n te d  th e  t r u e  t h r e a t  and th e  t r u e  r i v a l .
